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Abstract 
 
In this paper we debate the interpretation of embodied experience on international volunteering 
placements. Drawing on six in-depth interviews with volunteers recently returned from Northern 
Thailand, we document the affects and emotions that play a key role in the formation of 
volunteer-host relations. We then present two interpretations of the data, conceptualising power-
ERG\UHODWLRQVLQWZRGLIIHUHQWZD\VIURPSRZHU·VDIIHFWLYHDQGHPRWLRQDOOLWHUDF\WRWKHERG\·V
autonomous capacities. With these two interpretations at hand we then consider the 
performative nature of academic labour and make the case, following the work of feminist 
geographers J.K Gibson-Graham, for a research praxis that does not set limits on subjectivity 
but rather excavates ² and writes into being ² the possible. We therefore argue for a 
conceptualisation and interpretation of embodied experience in volunteering as a site of potential 
transformation and transcendence of the inequalities that otherwise set the conditions of the 
volunteer-host encounter. 
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Embodied experiences in international volunteering: 
power-body relations and performative ontologies  
 Introduction 
 
What we observe is not nature itself, but nature exposed to our method of questioning  
Heisenberg, 1955  
This paper is based on six in-depth interviews with international volunteers conducted shortly 
after their return to the UK from short-term placements in Thailand. We sought to examine 
three themes: i) the affective and emotional experience of volunteer-host encounters; ii) 
volunteer-host encounters against uneven North-South power relations and iii) the 
conceptualisation of the body in interpretative practices. The interviews evidence that volunteer-
host encounters rested quite heavily on intersubjective embodied experiences. In existing 
literatures on encounter, the meeting of privileged northern constituents with (relatively) poor 
VRXWKHUQ ¶2WKHUV· UDQJHV LQ HIIHFWV IURP ¶XQHYHQ PHUJLQJ· ZKHUHE\ LQHTXDOLWLHV SHUPHDWH
meetings (see Mostafanezhad & Hannam, 2014), WR ¶PHDQLQJIXO FRQWDFW· WLHG WR LQFUHDVHG
respect across difference (e.g. Valentine, 5HFRJQLVLQJWKHERG\·VLPSRUWDQFHWRHQFRXQWHU
research on international volunteering and embodied relations offers an analogous range of 
interpretations: IURP ¶SRRU EXW KDSS\· UDWLRQDOLVDWLRQV &URVVOH\, 2012), neoliberal affective 
economies of subjectivity (Vrasti, 2011; Mostafanezhad, DQG¶SDWHUQDOLVWLF·UHODWLRQVRIFDUH
(Sin, WRHPHUJHQW¶VKDUHGDVSLUDWLRQVIRUVRFLDOMXVWLFH·&UDEWUHH, 2008), awareness raising 
(Hanson, 2010), transformative learning (Brown, 2015 DQG HYHQ ¶WUDQVFHQGHQFH· RI XQHYHQ
structures of power (Griffiths, 2014a). There are significant political implications for these 
interpretations that contribute to ongoing and overarching debates in international volunteering 
to do with, prominently, the processes of neoliberalisation, neo-colonial presences and practices 
and the continuing commentary on self-altruist motivations and outcomes (see Devereux, 2008 
for an overview). Through these debates, we learn much about the political economy of 
international YROXQWHHULQJ DQG UHODWLRQV RI WKH ERG\ WR SRZHU EXW ZH DOVR ILQG WKH ERG\·V
encounters, to draw on Heisenberg, ontologically consistent with the interpretative practices of 
research.  
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A key reason for such differing readings of intersubjective encounters in international 
volunteering is, quite obviously, different fields and methodologies that yield varying datasets 
ZLWKYDU\LQJ LQWHUSUHWDWLRQVRIYROXQWHHUV· Hmbodiments. On the one hand this is reflective of 
the messiness of the field, but it is also indicative of the ordering required for data to serve as a 
means to the end of publication. As a consequence, researchers routinely silence themes and 
alternative readings, such that similar data is framed as, for example, subordination to and 
transcendence of neoliberal affective economies (cf. Mostafanezhad, 2013; Griffiths, 2015). In a 
sense this reveals research on volunteering to be consistent with that in the broader discipline of 
geography (and the social sciences in general) where researchers are engaged in understanding 
DWWHPSWVWR ¶PDQLSXODWH· WKH ¶G\QDPLVP·RIWKHERG\&lough, 2008) while also recognising the 
¶DXWRQRP\· RI WKH ERG\·V LQWHUVXEMHFWLYH FDSDFLWLHV 0DVVXPL, 1995). In another sense, in the 
documenting of alternatively delimited and uninhibited bodies, there arises a question to do with 
the conceptualisation of power-body relations in the ontologies of interpretative practice. The 
answers we take from the world can never be fully dissociated from the questions we take to it, 
and those questions are temporally and spatially situated (e.g. Haraway, 1988) - and, therefore, 
politically performative. In sum: the doing of research weighs politically on the stories we tell. 
In this article we draw focus on our interpretative practices, seeking to deconstruct the 
process of writing data. To this end, we take our lead from feminist geographers J.K. Gibson-
*UDKDP ZKRVH ZRUN FRQVLVWHQWO\ H[SORUHV DSSURDFKHV GHFHQWUHG IURP ¶FDSLWDORFHQWULF·
approaches where dominant forms of power orientate research agendas (2005; 2008). They 
DGYRFDWH D ¶SHUIRUPDWLYH RQWRORJLFDO SURMHFW· ZKHUHE\ DFDGHPLF ZULWLQJ SUHVHQWV DQ ¶HWKLFDO
RSHQLQJ·IRUUHVHDUFKHUVWR¶H[SORUHUDWKHUWKDQMXGJH·DQG LQVRGRLQJ ¶JLYLQJZKDWLVQDVFHQW
DQGQRWIXOO\IRUPHGVRPHURRPWRPRYHDQGJURZ·p. 620). As the discussion of the data 
develops here, we draw this interpretative SUDFWLFH WRJHWKHU ZLWK WKH LGHD RI ¶PHWKRGRORJLFDO
KXPLOLW\·/DZDQG6LQJOHWRQ, 2005), resulting in a paper that at each turn attempts openness to 
the choices we make in the discussion of the data from the interviews. We seek to lay bare this 
process, opening ourselves up to different perspectives and engaging these with Gibson-
*UDKDP·V SHUIRUPDWLYH RQWRORJLHV 7KH PDLQ SXUSRVH RI WKH DUWLFOH LV WR FRQWULEXWH WR D
discussion of research praxis, all the time taking seriously the performative function of 
knowledge production. We argue for making research in the area of volunteering and 
development sensitive to the nascent political potentials of the body and open to a world that 
both records and evokes difference. 
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The article proceeds in four main sections. We first give an account of the methodology, 
LQWURGXFLQJWKHFRQFHSWVRI¶PHWKRGRORJLFDOKXPLOLW\·DQG¶SHUIRUPDWLYHRQWRORJLHV·7KHVHFRQG
section presents the ways that volunteers recounted their relationships with host communities. 
The data forms a story of bodies meeting and communicating on non-verbal channels, the 
resulting relationships, the data evidences, rest on affective and emotional exchanges that passed 
between bodies on placement. This brings us, we argue, to a crucial point in the interpretation of 
WKHGDWDVKRXOGZHWDNHDVD[LRPDWLFWKHERG\·VLQWHU-VXEMHFWLYHIDFXOWLHVDV ¶DXWRQRPRXV· HJ
Massumi, RUDUHZHWRUHDGHPERGLHGH[SHULHQFHZLWKLQ¶QHROLEHUDODIIHFWLYHHFRQRPLHV·
(e.g. Vrasti, 2011)? Recognising the conceptual, methodological and political weight borne in 
DQDO\VLV LQ WKH WKLUG VHFWLRQ ZH RIIHU WZR UHDGLQJV RI YROXQWHHUV· HPERGLHG H[SHULHQFHV LQ
forming bonds with host communities. We conceptualise the volunteer experience in different 
ways and consider the importance of different interpretations of the data. In the final section we 
weigh up the political implications of different readings, making the case that power ² however 
imagined ² should be carefully configured in its relationship with the field in the process of 
writing research. This final section articulates our central argument: we cannot order life solely 
within fields of power, the world is messier (and always potentially better) than that and our 
work should reflect this. 
1. Methods 
The interview data presented here serve as an example of research into volunteers· experiences 
of international development placements. They are primarily used to illustrate the ways that our 
interpretative practices impact heavily on the processes of knowledge production. The intention, 
however, is not to be self-referential; the data also contributes to our understanding of the 
embodied experiences the volunteers describe and the importance of this for relationships they 
form while on placement. With such a small sample, we make no generalisable claims. Indeed, 
specifics such as destination, pedagogies and longevity of placement are (amongst others) 
LPSRUWDQWIDFWRUVLQYROXQWHHULQJ·V staging of the North-South encounter (for example: Brown, 
2015; Simpson, 2004). Rather, we show that these embodied relationships can be highly 
VLJQLILFDQWWRVRPHYROXQWHHUVIURPWKHUHRXUDQDO\VLVH[DPLQHVKRZUHVHDUFKHUV·LQWHUSUHWDWLRQV
of the data can then take these experiences in different directions, for which we draw on relevant 
research literature to situate and complement our data. We draw extensively on other literature 
on international volunteering and relate our analysis back closely to other empirical studies, 
allowing a reciprocal interplay to lend the study potential relevance for future research in the 
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field of international volunteering and beyond (Yin, 2009). Nevertheless, we recognise the 
limitations of a small data set, and we are clear that our objective is not to make sweeping claims. 
The research was conducted with the collaboration of a small international development 
organisation with three members of paid staff in the UK office and a team of Thai water 
engineers based in Northern Thailand. The organisation works to improve water access for the 
.DUHQ +LOOWULEHV DQ HWKQLF PLQRULW\ JURXS ¶IRUJRWWHQ E\ WKH 7KDL JRYHUQPHQW· $OH[DQGHU
volunteer), living near to the Myanmar border. On placement, Thai and Karen engineers lead the 
water installation projects with teams of local villagers and small groups of international 
volunteers, whose pre-departure fundraising finances their participation and the materials for the 
project. The volunteers spent two to four weeks on placement and lived and worked with the 
community. The six volunteers we interviewed all travelled during the summer of 2014, three in 
July and three in August. In both cases volunteers were housed within the local community, 
either with a host family, or in the local school. For each volunteer, their integration with the 
local community was ² by most standards ² considerable, since, not being a large group of 
outsiders, they not only worked but ate and socialised in the community in the evenings. 
All the volunteers were British undergraduate students aged between 18 and 21. They 
formed part of a team of between eight and ten young people working on one of the water 
projects in one Karen village and were all recruited from one Higher Education Institution in the 
UK. Originally all eight students travelling from this institution were recruited for the research 
project, and pre-LQWHUYLHZVZHUHFRQGXFWHGWRXQGHUVWDQGWKHVWXGHQWV·RULJLQDOPRWLYDWLRQVIRU
volunteering. While these pre-departure interviews informed our questions and gave an insight 
LQWR WKHYROXQWHHUV· H[SHFWDWLRns, this paper draws primarily on the post-placement interviews. 
Due to two volunteers extending their time in Thailand, the sample for post-placement 
interviews was reduced to six. With these volunteers we conducted in-depth interviews, 
exploring the ways that the volunteers talked about their experiences. It became apparent quite 
quickly that a central theme emerging from the interviews was the YROXQWHHUV· relationships with 
host communities. The extended interviews were adapted to focus more on these relationships 
and allow us to probe further the influence of these experiences on their perception of the 
placement as a whole. 
The interviews were each recorded digitally and transcribed professionally. They were 
then thematically coded. Themes emerged in terms of notions of development, learning and 
personal change, and the emotional weight of the experience. In terms of development the data 
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was coded into expressions of orientalism (Said 1978), understandings of inequality, perceptions 
of charity, influences of globalisation and challenges to prior notions of development. Learning 
and personal change was coded into personal connections and enrichment IRU H[DPSOH ¶&9
EXLOGLQJ·, openmindedness, confidence, life expectations and realisation of privilege. Emotions 
were coded to fear and intimidation, nervousness, alienation, tiredness and exhaustion, pleasure 
and enjoyment, excitement, joy, fun, passion, awe, humility, nostalgia, attachment and sadness. 
These were cross referenced with indications of their embodiment in terms of crying, smiling, 
laughing, singing, exchanging looks, shaking, and absorbing smells. The bonds and relationships 
with the local community cut through all these themes and became a central aspect of the 
analysis, along with the emotional expressions of their experience.   
It was clear in the interviews that the volunteers ² each of them ² considered their 
relationships with host communities as the defining aspect of their placement, one volunteer, for 
H[DPSOH UHFDOOLQJ ¶KRZWLJKWZHZHUHKRZGHHSKRZPDVVLYHO\ LWKDVDIIHFWHGPH· %HDWULFH
The importance RIWKHVHUHODWLRQVKLSVDQGEHLQJDEOHWR¶IRUPVXFKFORVHERQGV·ZDVHPSKDVLVHG
E\ HDFK RI WKH VL[ UHVSRQGHQWV DV ¶UHDOO\ UHDOO\ VSHFLDO· /DXUD ,Q DQDO\VLV ZH IRXQG WKDW WKH
YROXQWHHUV·FRQFHSWXDOLVDWLRQVRIWKHLUUHODWLRQVKLSVZLWKKRVWFRPPXQLWLHVUHsonate with a large 
amount of already-existing work on international volunteering. This work, as we make clear here, 
articulates varying and contradicting relationships to power; we attempt to reflect this by 
SUHVHQWLQJD´PHVVµRIDOWHUQDWLYHUHDGLQJV7Kis lays bare, we believe, researcher interpretative 
practices; that it involves a series of choices, silences and emphases. Our attempt here, therefore, 
is somewhat contradictory; while we aim to be transparent in our use of apparently contradicting 
data, we nonetheless argue that ² given the impossibility of transparency ² our research agendas 
and practices might demonstrate an ethical openness to different interpretations and be guided 
by alternatives rather than status quos. 
We thus take our lead from noWLRQV RI ¶PHWKRGRORJLFDO KXPLOLW\· DQG VXEVHTXHQWO\
¶SHUIRUPDWLYH RQWRORJ\· ,Q WKH ILUVW FDVH KXPLOLW\ DV LW LV VHW RXW E\ -RKQ /DZ DQG 9LFN\
Singleton, situates the researcher(s) within the production of knowledge with the imperative to 
concede - embrace even - WKDW ¶PHWKRG LVDQRUGHULQJWKDWPDNHVRWKHUQHVV· p. 349). In 
this view, writing, therefore, is a process of choices whose performativity renders methods 
SROLWLFDO ¶WKH HQDFWPHQW RI GLIIHUHQW realities « PHWKRGV DUH QHYHU LQQRFHQW DQG What in some 
measure they enact whatever it is they describe into UHDOLW\·/DZDQG8UU\, 2005, p. 397, p. 403, 
original emphasis). In their address of this methodological issue, we find the writing of J.K. 
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Gibson-*UDKDP PRVW SHUVXDVLYH 7KH\ DGYRFDWH DQ ¶Dnti-FDSLWDORFHQWULF· UHVHDUFK SUD[LV LQ
ZKLFKGLIIHUHQFHQRWGRPLQDQFHEHFRPHVWKHIRFXVRIDQDO\VLVZLWKWKHREMHFWLYH ¶WRXQFRYHU
RUH[FDYDWHWKHSRVVLEOH·p. 623). In this study, the practical implication of adopting this 
approach is that while we recognise different readings of the data are plausible (and publishable), 
once we recognise the performativity of our research outputs, it is politically productive to, as 
Gibson-*UDKDPSXWLW¶EHFRPHRSHQWRSRVVLELOLW\UDWKHUWKDQOLPLWVRQWKHSRVVLEOH·p. 
614). In an extended conclusion we return to this issue and make specific conceptual, ethical and 
epistemological arguments that, we feel, add weight to the methodological imperative to explore 
and write difference into being.  
2. Affective and emotional volunteer-host relations on placement 
As Beatrice entered the village she recalled ¶ORWVRIVPHOOVWKHKHDWZDVXQEHDUDEOH«LWZDVDOO
VRH[FLWLQJ·+HUVHQVHVweUHKHLJKWHQHGVXFKWKDWVKH¶FDQUHPHPEHULWUHDOO\YLYLGO\·WKH¶ORZ
IHHOLQJ· from having no sleep instantly transformed as she began her placement. Laura, sitting 
next to Beatrice, waVVLPLODUO\VWUXFN¶LWZDVEUHDWK-WDNLQJ·$OH[DQGHUthen also freshly arrived, 
had KLVILUVWPHHWLQJZLWKVRPHSHRSOHLQWKHYLOODJHLW·VQRWHQWLUHO\SRVLWLYH¶DORWRIWKHPMXVW
GLGQ·WVHHPWRUHDOO\LQWHUDFWZLWKXVWKH\MXVWORRNHGDZD\·DORQJSDXVH¶WKH\GLGQ·WVPLOHDW
XV· 7KH ERG\·V DEVHQW SHUIRUPDQFHV KHUH VHW KLP XQHDV\ XQUHWXUQHG VPLOHV OHft him 
¶LQWLPLGDW>HG@· LW·V ¶VFDU\· 7KH lack of a common language marked HDFK RI WKH YROXQWHHUV·
meetings with the hosts, and although each group would make attempts to learn words of the 
RWKHU·V ODQJXDJH WKLV ZDV D VRXUFH RI HPERGLHG UDWKHU WKDQ YHUEDO FRPPXQLFDWLRQ WKURXJK
laughter - ¶WKH\·GODXJKDWKRZZHZHUHVD\LQJWKHZRUGV·/DXUD,QIDFW¶ZKHQHYHUZHWULHGWR
FRPPXQLFDWHZHZRXOGQ·WERWKHUZLWKZRUGV·+DUU\IHZSKRQHPHVZould ever pass between 
the two groups. This would never change but that awkwardness would, slowly retreating to the 
recollections of those early meetings. By the end of the placement Daniel noted WKDW¶WKH\DOZD\V
treated XV ZLWK H[FLWHPHQW DQG LQWHUHVW· IRU KLP ¶VKRZ>LQJ@ WKDW ODQJXDJH LVQ·W HVVHQWLDO IRU D
IULHQGVKLS·'DQLHO 
The volunteers spent their days digging trenches on the steep hills, their feet always vying 
for grip in the loose soil and their arms and torsos slowly getting used to the unfamiliar digging 
and hoeing movements. The gradient contorts postures; brings new sensations; new aches, pains. 
The Karen people weUH¶VRSUDFWLFDO·² ¶WKH\GLJIDVWHUWKH\ZLHOGPDFKHWHVOLNHLW·VDQH[WHQVLRQ
RIWKHLUERG\·'DQLHO%XWLW ZDVQ·W easy, and the volunteers were anxious to push themselves as 
hard as they could ¶WR QRW EH D EXUGHQ· +DUU\2IWHQWLPHV WKH\ ZRXOGQ·W ¶JHW LW ULJKW· WKHVH
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were the low days, like for Beatrice who recounted ¶>RQHGD\@,IHOWOLNH,ZDVLQWKHZD\DQG,
UHDOO\ ZDQWHG WR KHOS EXW LW ZDV VRPHWKLQJ WKDW , ZDVQ·W· ² she paused at this point in the 
interview, perceptibly sombre, attending to an emergent memory ² ¶,WKLQNLWZDVWKHVHFRQGRU
third day, and it really really got to me, I had a real sulk and I was scared, I was scared of the slip, 
EXW,MXVWZDQWHGWRJHWVWXFNLQ·7KLVZDVDORZSRLQWIRU%HDWULFH¶,IHOWUHDOOy really upset that I 
FRXOGQ·W·² an even longer pause ² ¶WKDW,ZDVXVHOHVV·$VWKHGD\VSDVVed, though, she learned 
WKH ERG\ PRYHPHQWV DQG KHU ¶VXON· GLVVROYHd ¶>,@ ODXJKHG LW RII· DQG LQ KHU ¶GLJJLQJ WHDP· D
VKDUHGMRNHHPHUJHG¶VRPHRQHZRXOGIDOOEig scream and then they will laugh about it as they 
DUH FRPLQJRII WKH JURXQG·/DXUD·V H[SHULHQFH waV VLPLODU ¶ZKHQZHZHUHZRUNLQJ WKH\·GEH
laughing at us because we were rubbish ² ZHFRXOGQ·WXVHDKRHHYHQWKRXJKWKH\·GEHKHOSLQJ
us out to learn thiQJV·¶7KH\·SODFHGWKHLUKDQGVRYHUKHUVWRRNKHUWKURXJKWKHPRYHPHQWVVHW
WKHERG\WRDSDFHWKDW%HDWULFHSXWTXLWHHORTXHQWO\ ¶WDSSLQJZLWKWKHKRHDQGFOXQNLQJWKLV
DQGWKDW«ZHGLGIHHO«ZHZHUH LQDJRRGUK\WKP·%RGLHVPRYHd in synch. The emergent 
scene is one of bonds forming in a shared movement ² ¶WKHDFWXDOZRUN>DV@DGLIIHUHQWZD\RI
ERQGLQJ· 6DP - illuminated by the intense sun and animated by touch, laughter and an 
embodied connection that cut through that initial awkwardness. 
After-work time was important, too. Sam would spend KLVHYHQLQJV¶FRRNLQJDQGMXVW
EHLQJ WDNHQ IURPKRXVH WRKRXVH DQG WKHP ODXJKLQJ DW \RX· 6WLOO IHZZRUGVSDVVed between 
them but gestures signalled; they laughed EHFDXVH ¶ZHKDYHJRWIDWDUPV· %HDWULFH). They were 
not offended, it GLGQ·Weven register as anything but a connection. While cooking the volunteers 
ZRXOGILQGWKHPVHOYHVGRLQJ¶KHDGVVKRXOGHUVNQHHVDQGWRHV·DQG¶>EHLQJ@UHDOO\ODXJKHGDW·WKH
choreographed arms and legs in the late eveninJ KHDW ZDV ¶DPD]LQJ· 6LPLODUO\ +DUU\ ¶SXVKHG
>KLP@VHOIVRFLDOO\·EHFDXVHKH¶ZDVDZDUHWKDWQRPDWWHUKRZKDUG\RXZRUNXQOHVV\RXKDYHWKDW
VRFLDODVSHFWZLWKWKHYLOODJHUVWRRWKHUH·VQRZD\WKDW\RXFDQEXLOGDUHODWLRQVKLS·7RWKLVHQG
his body was WKHPHGLXP ¶D ORWRI WKH WLPHV HYHQ WKRXJK ,·PQRW D VPRNHU ,GLG VWD\ DQG ,
VPRNHGZLWKWKHYLOODJHUVEHFDXVHWKH\KDG>FXOWLYDWHG@WKHLURZQ>WREDFFR@«VR,WULHGLWDQG
WKH YLOODJHUV ZHUH DOO ODXJKLQJ EHFDXVH , ZDV >FRXJKLQJ@· 7KH ODXJKV FUHDWHd something, 
something emergent, shared and, Harry continued ¶RII WKHEDFNRI WKDW WKH\ LQYLWHGPHGRZQ
RQHGD\ WRKDYHDGULQNZLWK WKHPDIWHUZH ILQLVKHGZRUN·:LWKHDFKGULQN WKH ODXJKVFDPH
more readily; co-created and co-constitutive expressions of the ERG\WKDWFRQQHFWVXEMHFWV¶WKH
smoking, the drinking, the eating with them, the ZRUNLQJZLWKWKHP« that was how they got the 
PHDVXUH RI \RX· +DUU\ 7KHVH weUH LPSRUWDQW PRPHQWV IRU $OH[DQGHU WRR ¶LW ZDV OLNH ,
managed to almost break that barrier in D ZD\ WKDW WKH\ GLGQ·W VHH WKDW GLYLGH DQ\ PRUH·
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Inhalation, coughs, swallows, intoxication, laughs: each bodily act mediates the interaction, 
somehow levels the ground - PDNHVERQGVSRVVLEOH UHGXFHV D ¶GLYLGH·7KHUH LV D FRQVHTXHQW
closeness, Alexander UHIOHFWV¶WKH\ZRXOGODXJKDWXVIRUWKLQJVZHGLGZHKDGQRLGHDZK\WKH\
ZHUHODXJKLQJ«LWZDVMXVWDORWRIODXJKWHU·$SDXVH- the interviews were marked by faraway 
pauses - EHIRUHUHIOHFWLQJ¶DQG\HDK,WKLQNZHJRWUHDOO\FORVH«· 
As the time on placement caPHWRDQHQGWKHERG\·VODXJKVDQGVPLOHVEHFDPHWHDUVDQG
crying, this despite not one word passing between the volunteers and hosts. Beatrice recalled her 
JRRGE\HV¶QRWKLQJZDVVDLGUHDOO\EXWWKHERQGWKDWZHPDGHHVSHFLDOO\ZLWK&HH «ZKHQZH
came to leave, she was really really upset, she was crying and it was really emotional to leave, and 
LWZDVMXVWDERQGWKDWZHIRUPHGZLWKQRZRUGV·$QGfor Laura, similarlyWKH¶FORVHERQGV·KDG
EHFRPH¶UHDOO\VSHFLDO· - she described leavLQJDVTXLWHSRLJQDQWO\¶DQLQFUHGLEO\JXW-wrenching 
H[SHULHQFH·7KHYROXQWHHUVOHft the hills with memories permeated by moments of connections 
made through laughs, smiles and tears, expressions of the body that cut through, as Laura puts it, 
¶GLIIHUHQWFXOWXUHV·(DFKGD\EURXJKWLQWHQVHKHDWVZHDWDFKHVWKHZLOOWRGRZHOOWKHDQ[LHW\
of failure. In this way, placement presented a rich sensorium that ebbed and flowed in intensity, 
made experience irreducibly visceral and provided a channel of embodied communication. How 
we understand these bonds in the context of uneven North-South power relations remains in 
question, and in large part, on the interpretative frame we apply to analysis. In the following 
section we discuss two different interpretative frames, leading to different readings of our data. 
3. Conceptualising power-body relations 
:LWK WKH ´DIIHFWLYH WXUQµ WKH ERG\ KDV EHFRPH DQ LPSRUWDQW IRFXV RI VWXG\ DFURVV WKH VRFLDO
sciences (Clough 2008). Approaching this area of research involves imaginiQJSHRSOHDV´IOHVK\µ
and brought to act in social relations through feeling bodies, their own and those of others. 
Power relations within this broad area of research differ quite markedly: from objects of 
PDQLSXODWLRQ WR DXWRQRPRXV LQWHQVLWLHV WKH ERG\·V faculties are understood and addressed in 
manifold ways. 2Q WKH RQH KDQG WKH ERG\·V IDFXOWLHV DUH XQGHUVWRRG DV DQ ¶REMHFW-WDUJHW· RI
interested parties (Anderson, 2012). From this perspective, powerful actors circulate emotions 
DQGDIIHFWVWR¶PDNHWKLQJVKDSSHQ·DQGZRUNLQWKLVDUHDUHFRJQLVHVDQGH[SORUHVWKHFRQFHSWV
RI ´QHXUROLEHUDOLVPµ ,VLQ,  ´DIIHFWLYH JRYHUQDQFHµ +RRN,  ´DIIHFWLYH SROLWLFVµ
(Ahmed, 2004; Barnett et al., DQG´DIIHFWLYHFDSLWDOLVPµ,OORX], 2007). On the other hand, 
the body is conceptualised more as an autonomous actor in a field of emergent, co-created and 
co-constitutive affects and emotions (Griffiths, 2014a). In this sense affective life can emerge as 
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DQ ¶RXWVLGH· DQG UHVHDUFK LQ WKLV DUHD takes seriously WKH ¶DXWRQRP\ RI DIIHFW· WKDW PDNHV WKH
ERG\DQ¶XQVWDEOHREMHFWRIJRYHUQDQFH·$QGHUVRQ, 2007, p. 162; Massumi, 1995; 2002). From 
this perspective, embodiments cannot successfully be reduced to words, nor can they fit neatly 
into our preconceptions of poZHU &RQVHTXHQWO\ WKH ERG\·V DIIHFWV DQG HPRWLRQV HPHUJH YLD
¶LQWHQVHDXWRQRPLFERGLO\UHDFWLRQVWKDWGRQRWVLPSO\UHSURGXFHWKHWUDFHRIDSROLWLFDOLQWHQWLRQ
DQGFDQQRWEHZKROO\UHFXSHUDWHGZLWKLQDQLGHRORJLFDOUHJLPHRIWUXWK·6SLQNV, 2001, p. 23). 
Research to-date tends towards such an either/or conceptualisation of power-body 
relations in the volunteer-KRVWHQFRXQWHU HLWKHU D ¶QHROLEHUDO VOHLJKWRIKDQG· LVSXOOing strings 
(Mostafanezhad, 2013), nudging volunteers via a depoliticised aesthetics of compassion to 
EHFRPH LQ :DQGD 9UDVWL·V DFFRXQW IRU H[DPSOH ¶WKH JRRG QHROLEHUDO VXEMHFWV· RI DIIHFWLYH
capitalism (Vrasti, 2U WKHUH LVDQHPHUJHQWVROLGDULW\ WKURXJK ¶LQWHQVH UDWKHU WKDQ
VXSHUILFLDO VRFLDO LQWHUDFWLRQV· 0F,QWRVK DQG =DKra, 2007, p.  IURP ZKLFK DULVH ¶DIIHFWLYH
ERQGV >WKDW@ FDQ WUDQVFHQG WKH VXEMHFW SRVLWLRQV FLUFXPVFULEHG E\ SRZHU· Griffiths, 2014a, p. 
7DNLQJRXUOHDGIURPWKHVHOLWHUDWXUHVDQGWKHLUUHVSHFWLYHRUGHULQJRI´IOHVK\µVXEMHFWVDQG
expressions of SRZHUWKLVVHFWLRQSURFHHGVLQWZRSDUWV)LUVWZHRIIHUD¶SRZHU-FHQWULF·UHDGLQJ
RIWKHGDWD WKDWIUDPHVYROXQWHHUV·HPRWLRQDODQGDIIHFWLYHERQGVZLWKKRVWVDVVXERUGLQDWHWR
power, and second we attempt - following Gibson-Graham - DQ¶DQWL-capitalocenWULF·ILGHOLW\WR
the notion that the body is an autonomous site of co-created, co-constituent and emergent 
affects and emotions. 
 
3.1  A power-centric reading 
The data evidences a set of volunteer-host encounters that must be read alongside the conditions 
of continued uneven North-South power relations. For Laura, her nostalgic recollection of the 
village - ¶ZKHQ\RX·GFRPHKRPH « \RX·GKDYHWRKDYHDFROGVKRZHUDQGEHIRUH\RXHYHQJRW
EDFNWR\RXUURRP\RX·GEHPXGG\DJDLQ·² is tolerable only insomuch as it is temporary:  ¶at the 
WLPH LW ZDV OLNH ´2K WKLV LV JUHDWµ· /DXUD FRQWLQXHV making it clear that any willingness to 
experience the conditions of poverty rests on KHU SULYLOHJHG PRELOLWLHV ¶REYLRXVO\ LI ZH ZHUH
doing that forever then it would wear RII HYHQWXDOO\ DQG \RX·G IHHO ´2K QR , GRQ·W OLNH WKLV
DQ\PRUHµ· As such, /DXUD·V LPPHUVLRQ LV DFFRPSDQLHG E\ LQWHUQDWLRQDO YROXQWHHUV· DOZD\V-
SUHVHQWULJKWWROHDYHWKH¶FDSDFLW\WRPRYHLQDQGRXWRI>KRVWV·@VRFLDODQGFXOWXUDOVSDFHV·WKDW
tellingO\LVH[FOXVLYH¶WKH\DUHXQDEOHWRPRYHLQWR>KHUV@·%DLOOLH6PLWKHWDO, 2013, p. 130). As 
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she continues, it becomes clear too that the same privileges shape her perception of her host 
IDPLO\ZKRVHNQRZOHGJHDQGQHHGVDUHVHWFOHDUOLPLWV¶EXWWKDW·s all they know so for them they 
KDYHHYHU\WKLQJWKH\QHHG·$QGWKHVHOLPLWV- inseparable from a disadvantaged position within 
patterns of inequality - LGHQWLI\DQGUHLQIRUFHWKHLQHTXDOLW\DWWKHKHDUWRIWKHHQFRXQWHU¶WKDW·V
all they know and for them WKDW·VILQHZKHUHDVIRUus WKHRQO\UHDVRQWKDWLWZRXOG·YHJRWWLULQJLV
because we NQRZ WKDW LW·V MXVW QRW ZKDW ZH·UH used to, but they have the bare necessities and 
everything they QHHG·,QWKLVLQVWDQFH/DXUD·VWXUQRISKUDVH is markedly OrientalistZKHUH¶WKH\·
DUHSRRU¶EXWWKDW·VDOOWKH\NQRZ·LQWKLV¶EDVLFYHUVLRQ·RIHYHU\GD\OLIHZKLOH¶IRUXV«LW·VMXVW
QRWZKDWZH·UHXVHGWR·$FOHDUGLFKRWRP\RIXVDQGWKHPLQZKLFKDV.DWH6LPSVRQSRLQWHG
RXWLQKHUZLGHO\FLWHGVWXG\¶SRYHUW\LVDOlowed to become a definer of difference, rather than 
DQH[SHULHQFHVKDUHGE\SHRSOHPDUJLQDOLVHGE\UHVRXUFHGLVWULEXWLRQ·p. 688).  
'HVSLWH /DXUD·V SURIHVVLRQ WKDW VKH ¶ZLOO QHYHU IRUJHW >WKH SHRSOH RI WKH YLOODJH@· WKH\
remain at a safe distance that withholds any examination of the limits and delimits she places on 
KHU KRVWV DJDLQ UHVRQDWLQJ ZLWK 6LPSVRQ·V VWXG\ RI D VLPLODU FRKRUW RI YROXQWHHUV IRU ZKRP
¶SRYHUW\EHFRPHVDQLVVXHIRU¶RXWWKHUH·ZKLFKFDQEHSDVVLYHO\JD]HGXSRQUDWKHUWKDQDFtively 
LQWHUDFWHGZLWK·2004, p. 688). Laura, in this way, colours her claim that the break - on departure 
from the village - RI KHU HPRWLRQDO UHODWLRQVKLSV ZLWK KHU KRVWV ZDV ¶JXW-ZUHQFKLQJ· 6XFK
viscerality, it seems at this early point, is predicated on the very inequalities that precipitate her 
presence in the South. Her embodied immersion into life in the village is in this way clearly 
marked as temporary (and, for that, more tolerable) and whatever it is that wrenches her gut, it does 
nothing to break quite demeaning dichotomous perceptions of the Other whose life never - and 
cannot - WUDQVFHQG¶EDVLFQHHGV·,QVKRUW/DXUD·VUHODWLRQVZLWKWKHKRVWFRPPXQLW\DUHKHDYLO\
circumscribed by the co-constitutive effects of her privilege and their perceived lack. 
:HPLJKWDOVRGUDZDWWHQWLRQWR/DXUD·VRVWHQVLEO\GLVPLVVLYH¶IRUWKHPWKDW·VILQH·- and 
RWKHULQVWDQFHVLQWKHGDWDVXFKDV¶WKH\MXVWODXJKDOOGD\·%HDWULFHDQG¶WKH\GRQ·WKDYHZDWHU
EXWWKH\JHWE\·+DUU\² DQGKLJKOLJKWWKH¶SRRUEXWKDSS\·UDWLRQDOLVDWLRQWKDWFRQWULEXWHVWR
WKH GHSROLWLFLVDWLRQ RI SRYHUW\ LQ D WLPH RI ¶SRSXODU KXPDQLWDULDQLVP· &URVVOH\, 2012; 
Mostafanezhad, 2014). This comes to the fore when Sam reflects on what he has learnt by living 
so close to the host community: 
... they do just get on with it and they just suffer ...  they suffer the conditions they live in but 
WKH\WKHUH·VQRWVRUWRID,GRQ·WWKLQNWKH\UHDOO\VRUWRIFRPSODLQWKH\·UHMXVWYHU\KDSS\
to have an opportunity to improve it, as it were, they GLGQ·WFRPHDQGVKRZXVDOOWKHZDWHU
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DQG´2KLVQ·W WKLVUHYROWLQJ"µ7KH\DFWXDOO\ MXVWVRUWRIJR´2KOHW·VJRDQGGLJ OHW·VJR
DQGGLJµ6DP 
7KHUH LVDGXDOLW\ WR6DP·VSHUVSHFWLYHKHSHUFHLYHV ¶VXIIHULQJ· >WKHFRQGLWLRQVRISRYHUW\@EXW
this is TXLWH FRPIRUWDEO\ UHVROYHG E\ D FRQFXUUHQW SHUFHSWLRQ RI ¶KDSS\ SHRSOH· :LWKLQ KLV
obvious and admirable respect ² ¶WKH\GRQ·WFRPSODLQ·² there is an unthinking acquiescence to 
the way things are and the human right of access to clean water remains outside of his 
understanding of poverty. 
7KH FORVH RI 6DP·V UHVSRQVH LV QRWDEOH WRR IRU LWV - again, superficially admirable - 
GHWHUPLQDWLRQRI ¶OHW·V JR DQGGLJ OHW·V JR DQGGLJ·7KLVZDV LQGLFDWLYHRIKLVZLOO WR ¶MXVW JHW
VRPHWKLQJGRQH·DQGDGGVDQRWKHUOayer to the depoliticisation of inequality and poverty. Poverty 
and its gritty realities - hunger, disease, death - DUHUHILJXUHGWKURXJKWKHVLPSOLVWLFDQG¶IORZHU\·
ODQJXDJH RI ¶GHYHORSPHQW FKDOOHQJHV· WKDW PD\ MXVW UHTXLUH VRPH ¶UROOHG-XS VOHHYHV· +intjens, 
1999, p.  6LPLODU VHQWLPHQWV ZHUH H[SUHVVHG DPRQJVW WKH RWKHU YROXQWHHUV %HDWULFH ¶MXVW
ZDQWHGWRJHWRQZLWKKHOSLQJ/DXUD·V¶VPDOOWKLQJV«DOOPDGHDGLIIHUHQFH>WRGHYHORSPHQW@·
DQG+DUU\¶MXVWZDQWHGWRJHWWKHUHDQGZRUNKDUG·6XFKconstructions of just doing development 
DUHKLJKO\SUHYDOHQWLQLQWHUQDWLRQDOYROXQWHHULQJDQGDUHDV6LPSVRQQRWHV¶DKLJKO\VLPSOLVWLF
understanding of development, one in which enthusiasm and good intentions are allowed to 
SUHYDLO·p. 683). WitKLQWKHVHGHWHUPLQDWLRQVWR¶JHWRQ·DQG¶GR·GHYHORSPHQWLVDQRZ-
too-familiar recourse to the language of helping in the articulation of volunteer work. All six of 
the volunteers felt their connections to the community either instilled in them or increased an 
H[LVWLQJZLVKWR¶KHOS·WKHLUKRVWV:KLOHVXFKPRWLYDWLRQVFDQQRWEHVDLGWREHKDUPIXOLQDQGRI
themselves, they do revisit the dichotomies well articulated by Laura, above, and, more, order the 
volunteer-host encounter in a quite particular way, DV ¶´YROXQWHHUVµ DQG ´YROXQWRXUHGµ 
´JLYHUVµDQG´UHFHLYHUVµ·3DODFLRV, 2010, p. 867). Taking this a step further, Eliza Raymond and 
0LFKDHO+DOOKDYHZDUQHGWKDW ¶LQDSSURSULDWHUROHV·WKDWDULVHIURPWKHLPSHUDWLYHWRKHOS¶FDQ
be seen to represent the neo-colonial construction of the westerner as racially and culturally 
VXSHULRU· p. 531). From this perspective, that each volunteer - none of whom have any 
formal development training - assumes a capacity to help and simultaneously figures 
develoSPHQWDV¶KHOS·DQG¶KDUGZRUN·GRHVQRWKLQJWRHYHQWKHJURXQGRQZKLFKYROXQWHHUVDQG
hosts meet and, again, difference remains unchallenged, perpetuated.  
At hand is a volunteer-host bond whose emotional and affective base is foreshadowed by 
a persistent inequality between them and us. Any affection, empathy or compassion materialises as 
 13 
 
PRWLYDWLRQV WR ¶KHOS· KRVWV ZKRVH ¶QHHGV· DQG NQRZOHGJH DUH QRW DIIRUGHG DQ\WKLQJ EH\RQG
¶EDVLF· :H FDQ WKHUHIRUH SRVLW WKDW ZKDWHYHU WKH JHQXLQH HPERGLPHQWV IHOW E\ $Oexander, 
Beatrice, Daniel, Harry, Laura and Sam, their dynamics follow and serve to replicate the uneven 
distribution of power. Wanda Vrasti and Jean Michael Montion have written quite eloquently on 
WKH ¶VHQWLPHQWDOSUHWHQVLRQV·RIYROXQWHHULQJZKRVHHPHUJence in late capitalism is invested in 
WKH ¶UHSURGXFWLRQ RI VXEMHFWV DQG VRFLDO UHODWLRQV FRQJUXHQW ZLWK WKH ORJLF RI SULYDWH SURILW
H[WUDFWLRQ·  p. 338 0RELOLVLQJ ¶FDUH· ¶PRUDOLW\· DQG ¶DIIHFWLYH GLVSRVLWLRQV· KDV PDGH
volunteering for development a rich site in the depoliticisation of development and the 
individualisation of volunteers. They argue: 
« LPDJHV of a global community of care and responsibility are invoked with no attention to 
transnational relations of power pertaining to capitalism or imperialism, but phrased purely in 
PRUDO WHUPV GHSHQGHQW XSRQ LQGLYLGXDO HQOLJKWHQPHQW DQG PDJQDQLPLW\« WKLV IUDming of the 
global volunteer necessarily speaks of the stratification of human life within global capital. (2014, 
p. 341) 
Set in this instrumentalisation of life, Vrasti and Montsion elaborate¶YROXQWHHULQJHPHUJHVDVD
useful subject-forming tool for producing the kinds of skills, emotions and normative 
RULHQWDWLRQVH[SHFWHGIURPQHROLEHUDOVXEMHFWV· (2014, p. 338).  
Bringing this back to the data here we begin to see the volunteers and their respective 
stratification within global capital.  The volunteers - each of them - UHFRJQLVHGWKDWWKH\¶OHDUQHG
VRPXFK·/DXUDWKDWWKHSODFHPHQWZRXOGLQIOXHQFHWKHLU¶FDUHHUFKRLFH·6DPDQGLQ+DUU\·V
words that are echoed by each: ¶[the experience] makes me want to go out and find a job and be 
able to starW WU\LQJWREHWWHUP\VHOI·+DUU\·V ¶OXFN\· - D ¶ZLQQHU· LQ WKHDSROLWLFDO ¶ORWWR ORJLF·RI
poverty (Simpson, 2004) - WRKDYH ¶FKRLFHV·DQGQRWKDYH WREHFRPHD ¶IDUPHU· OLNH ¶WKHP·$V
VXFKWKHH[SHULHQFH¶KDVRSHQHGVRPXFK·%HDWULFHDJDLQVWFRQWLQXHd water shortages for the 
Karen, such openings open for only one side of the volunteer-host bond.  Each intensity pushes 
the body towards individualised realisation - D ZLOO WR ¶GR EHWWHU· ¶ZRUN KDUGHU· ² and 
magnanimity ² D¶VHQVHRIVDWLVIDFWLRQ·OHDUQLQJLVLQHYHU\VHQVH¶DOODERXWXV· (Zemach-Bersin, 
2007, p. 16), all about actualisation in a competitive global jobs market. 
¶,QGLYLGXDO HQOLJKWHQPHQW· DQG WKH UHLQIRUFHPHQWRI JOREDO GLYLVLRQV WRXVH9UDVWL DQG
0RQWVLRQ·VWHUPVWKHUHIRUHFLUFXPVFULEHWKHVHYROXQWHHUV·LQWHUVXEMHFWLYHFRQQHFWLRQVZLWKKRVW
communities. While encounters are very much felt, they are felt within the very inequalities that 
designate subject positions, volunteers volunteer, and hosts, host; one active, the other passive. It 
would be short-sighted to ignore the inherent inequality that enables and shapes the interactions 
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EHWZHHQFRQVWLWXHQWVRIWKH¶5LFK1RUWK·DQGWKRVHRIWKH¶3RRU6RXWK·ZLWKLQWKHVHLQWHUDFWLRQV
we can and should count emotional and affective intersubjectivities that predicate genuine, yet 
ultimately uneven, bonds in the volunteer-KRVW HQFRXQWHU 7KH ERG\·V IDFXOWLHV H[SUHVV
themselves within constellations of power, resulting, as is in evidence here, one-way flows of 
compassion, depoliticised empathy and damaging Othering of those in poorer areas of the 
planet. 
3.2 An anti-capitalocentric reading 
The data evidences a set of volunteer-host encounters marked by embodied interactions that 
seem to contribute to more even North-South power relations. Sam tells of how the Karen 
SHRSOH¶HQMR\HGODXJKLQJDWRXU:HVWHUQZD\V·+DUU\KRZ¶EUHDNLQJEDUULHUV·FDPHZLWK¶VPLOLQJ
DQG ODXJKLQJ DQG VZDSSLQJ ZRUGV DQG MRNHV· DQG %HDWULFH UHFRXQWV KRZ LQLWLDOO\ XQHYHQ
HQFRXQWHUV¶FKDQJHGPDVVLYHO\«EHFDXVHLWZDVVRLQWHQVH·%HDWULFH$OH[DQGHUWHOOLQJO\WDONV
RI WKH ZD\ KH UHDOLVHG ¶ZH ZHUH YHU\ VLPLODU « LQ D ORW RI ZD\V· DQG ZKLOH DFNQRZOHGJLQJ
¶FXOWXUDOGLIIHUHQFHV·WKHQHZO\GLVFRYHUHGVLPLODULWLHVFHPHQWHGWKHLUUHODWLRQVKLSV¶WKHZD\ZH
interacted with them was the way we would interact with each other also ... it was just a lot of 
laughteU >ZH JRW@ UHDOO\ FORVH· /DXUD similarly describes an exchange where difference - while 
never erased - GRHVQRWSUHVHQWD¶EDUULHU·¶ZHZHUHDEOHWRODXJKDWHDFKRWKHUEut no one takes 
RIIHQFHEHFDXVH \RX·UHHPEUDFLQJ WKH IDFW WKDW \RX·UHERWK IURPGLIIHUHQW FXOWXUHV DQG \RX·UH
WU\LQJWRXQGHUVWDQGHDFKRWKHU·:KLOHus and them remain part of the terms of description, they 
are, at these points, descriptors rather than indicators of Otherness; the volunteers, while 
recognising differences, do not place them in a hierarchy. Instead, the subject positions ascribed 
E\ UHVSHFWLYH SRVLWLRQV ZLWKLQ DQ\ ¶JOREDO GLYLVLRQ RI ODERXU· - the very divisions that make 
volunteers volunteers and hosts hosts - are loosened through the emergence of bonds we track in 
Section 2, above.  
6XFKD¶ORRVHQLQJ·LVSHUKDSVPRVWQRWDEOHLQWKHGHFHQWULQJRIWKH:HVWDVthe referent in 
YROXQWHHUV· XQGHUVWDQGLQJV RI GHYHORSPHQW /DXUD GHVFULEHV KRZ SODFHPHQW EURXJKW DERXW D
TXLWHVLJQLILFDQWVKLIWVWDWLQJWKDW¶EHIRUH,ZHQW,ZDVXQGHUWKLVWKLQJRI¶2KGHYHORSPHQWLW·V
all about technology and things like that ... Oh, the\KDYH79VWKH\GRQ·WQHHG\RX·*UDGXDOO\
/DXUD FRQWLQXHV WKURXJK ¶OLYLQJ ZLWK P\ KRVW IDPLO\· KHU SHUFHSWLRQ FKDQJHG ¶QRZ , VHH
GHYHORSPHQW DV DZKROHRWKHU WKLQJ LW·V QRW DERXW JOREDOLVDWLRQ LW·V QRWKLQJ WRGRZLWK WKDW·
Instead, Laura takes agaLQVW ¶RXUJOREDO FRPPXQLW\GRPLQDWHGE\ EXVLQHVV DQG WHFKQRORJ\·
declaring its role in development - with a fair amount of emphasis in the interview - ¶FRPSOHWHO\
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ZURQJ·. While ostensibly non-VSHFLILF/DXUD·VFKDQJHLQWKLQNLQJLVVXEWOHSRWHQWLDOOy significant 
and recurrent throughout the data. Daniel explains that he thought TVs and phones signalled an 
¶DGYDQFHG·YLOODJHEXWQRZEHOLHYHV¶WHFKQRORJ\DVDEDURPHWHUIRUGHYHORSPHQW· LV ¶FRPSOHWHO\
«XQUHOLDEOH·6DPKDG¶SUHVXPHGWKDWGHYHORSPHQWZDs a change from that sort of lifestyle to 
the lifestyle that we OHDG « LQ D OLQHDU IDVKLRQ· EXW KLV WLPH RQ SODFHPHQW ¶FKDQJHG >KLV@
SHUFHSWLRQ FRPSOHWHO\· 6LJQLILFDQWO\ KH QRZ EHOLHYHV GHYHORSPHQW QRW WR EH LQWHUYHQWLRQLVW - 
¶LW·V QRW DERXW FKDQJLQJ VRPHRQH·V OLIHVW\OH· - EXW PRUH DERXW ¶OHW>WLQJ@ WKHP FKRRVH WKHLU
OLIHVW\OH· 
For Harry, his body is central to his perception of development gained on placement, 
UHJLVWHULQJ IHDU LQKLVKRVW IDPLO\ ¶\RXFRXOGVHH WKDW WKH\ZHUHVFDUHG WKDW WKH OLYHOLKRRG that 
WKH\·G KDG IRU VR PDQ\ \HDUV >ZRXOG EH ORVW@ « EHFDXVH RI WKH ZD\ WKLQJV DUH >FXUUHQWO\@
GHYHORSLQJ·+DUU\Felt anxieties come to the fore here, and pass through his own body, sensing 
WKDWSHRSOHZHUH¶VFDUHG·OHDGVKLPWRUHIOHFW 
,GLGQ·WZDQWWKDW:HVWHUQVXSHULRULW\VRUWRIWKLQJWRFRPHWKURXJKOLNHZH·YHFRPHKHUH
ZLWKWKHPRQH\WRKHOS\RXDQGWKHQWKH\YLHZXVOLNH´WKDQN\RXIRUWKHPRQH\µ,GLGQ·W
ZDQWXV WRJHW LQ WKHZD\ ,GLGQ·WZDQW LW WREHDSURMHFWZKHUH WKH\KDYH IRUW\YLOODJers 
turning out and the staff and they were trying to do the work and we were just 
inexperienced and getting in the way and slowing the project down. (Harry) 
3RZHUIXO FULWLTXHV RI GHYHORSPHQW GLVFRXUVH KLJKOLJKW ¶WKH PHVVLDQLF IHHOLQJ DQG WKH TXDVL-
religioXV IHUYRXU H[SUHVVHG LQ WKH QRWLRQ RI VDOYDWLRQ· ZKHUH ¶VDOYDWLRQ· ZDV KLVWRULFDOO\
contingent with earlier civilising missions (Escobar, 1995, p. +DUU\·V ODERXURQWKHKLOOVLGH
KLVERG\·VLQLWLDOXQIDPLOLDULW\ZLWKWKHJUDGLHQWLVKLV¶LQH[SHULHQFH·KLVERG\LQWKLVZD\LVDW
WKH FHQWUH RI D SURFHVV WKDW GHFHQWUHV KLV VXSHULRU SRVLWLRQ LQ WR UHYLVLW D WHUP WKH ¶JOREDO
GLYLVLRQRIODERXU· 
,W·VWKDWVRUWRI² why not just pay the guys to do it properly.  They could have it done in 
half the time and it cost a few thousand pounds for the flight each you could just give to 
them as well. (Harry) 
Connectedly, as Laura continues RQWHFKQRORJ\VKHUHLWHUDWHV¶LW·VFRPSOHWHO\ZURQJ«you got 
a sense that they knew what to do, we were slipping on the hill [while] they knew exactly what to 
GR·DQG'DQLHODGGV ¶it was sometimes embarrassing [not knowing how to use the tools], but 
WKH\ZHUHDOZD\VNLQGWRVKRZXV·,PSRUWDQWO\KHUH¶PDNLQJDGLIIHUHQFH·IRU+DUU\, Laura and 
Daniel is made more complex; LW GRHV QRW GHSHQG RQ WKH VLPSOLVWLF ILJXUDWLRQ RI ¶UROOHG-up 
VOHHYHV· DQG HQWKXVLDVP 5DWKHU WKH YROXQWHHUV HDFK FRPPHQW RQ WKH ¶ULGLFXORXV· QRWLRQ WKDW
WKH\ZHUH WKHUH WR ¶KHOS· WKHLU.DUHQKRVWVRU WKDW WKH\KHOG ¶VXSHULRU·NQRZOHGJHE\YLUWXHRI
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their Western origins. Instead, quite poignantly, through the everydayness of working with the 
community ² the felt and sensed everydayness - a doubt and opposition emerges; they felt they had 
to work hard and push themselves, in a neat reversal of a the colonLDOLVW LPSHUDWLYH ¶QRWEHD
burden·+DUU\ 
&XPXODWLYHO\JHQWO\WKHVHVKLIWLQJYLHZVVLJQDODPRYHDZD\IURPWKHPHVRI¶ODFN·DQG
¶HFRQRP\· WRZDUGV ¶ULJKWV· WR FKRRVH DQG D DV-yet unspecified) de-HPSKDVLV RQ ¶JURZWK· DV
measures of development. Contemporary practices of development at this point ceased to be an 
a priori ¶JRRG·DQGFRPSOH[LWLHVDQGQXDQFHVHPHUJHGIURPWKHLU OLYHV - and life - in the village. 
'HYHORSPHQW LQ ¶D OLQHDU IDVKLRQ· WRZDUGV LQ6DP·VZRUGV ¶WKH OLIHVW\OHZH OHDG· FRQVWLWXWHV a 
GRPLQDQW GHYHORSPHQW LPDJLQDU\ ,W HYRNHV PRGHUQLVDWLRQ WKH ¶:HVWHUQ SURMHFW RI
GHYHORSPHQW· DQG WKH RUGHULQJ RI WKH ZRUOG DFFRUGLQJ WR OLNHQHVV WR WKH :HVW $FFRUGLQJO\
FORVHQHVV WR WKH FRPPXQLW\ WKH ¶UHDOO\ UHDOO\ VSHFLDO«FORVHERQGV· /DXUD VHHm to effect a 
displacement of Western perspectives, giving rise to a prominence of community-focused and 
non-interventionist understandings of development. Such understandings of development 
decentre the West as the point of reference and recognise that volunteers doing development 
positions them as neo-FRORQLDO¶IL[HUV·RISUREOHPVLQWKH¶6RXWK· 
The common thread to these testimonies is an articulation of development that ² albeit 
lightly ² pushes against dominant Western-centric imaginaries of development as economic 
JURZWK DQG LQWHUYHQWLRQ :H FDQ VLWXDWH /DXUD·V'DQLHO·V DQG 6DP·V SRLQWV RI YLHZ DORQJVLGH
FULWLTXHVDQGGHFRQVWUXFWLRQVRIGHYHORSPHQWZKHUH¶QHZQDWLRQV·PXVWIROORZD¶PRGHUQLVDWLRQ
LPSHUDWLYH·WRZDUGVDQ XQTXHVWLRQHG¶:HVWHUQPRGHO·RUDV$UWXUR(VFREDUIDPRXVO\SXWLW¶LI
WKHSUREOHPZDVRQHRILQVXIILFLHQWLQFRPHWKHVROXWLRQZDVFOHDUO\HFRQRPLFJURZWK·(VFREDU
1995, p.  7KH FODLP KHUH LV QRW WKDW WKH YROXQWHHUV KHUH WDNH RQ (VFREDU·V SRVWFRORQial 
critique of development, more that their reconceptualisations - however slight - are moves away 
from dominant imaginaries and strategies. To this day important development actors continue to 
ODXG ´7KH 0DUNHWµ DV WKH XOWLPDWH VROXWLRQ 6KDUSH HW DO, 2010), but for these volunteers the 
¶GRPLQDWLRQ·RIEXVLQHVVLVLQ/DXUD·VZRUGV¶FRPSOHWHO\ZURQJ· 
These knowledges veer from the status quo; the experience of living and working with 
the Karen community, therefore, does not simply reproduce taken-for-granted orderings of the 
world. There is, on the contrary, a transformative process to the ways that volunteers understand 
their hosts and the lives they live. The importance of such deeply emotional experiences should 
not be underestimated, the learning takHVSODFHDWDQRWKHUOHYHODQGWKH\FUHDWH¶DVHQVHWKDWZH
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FDQQRWJREDFNWRWKHZD\ZHZHUHEHIRUH·'LUN[HWDO, 2006, p. 132). We might now begin to 
position the body and its competencies as central to such transformation. Carolyn Pedwell, for 
instance, has written quite eloquently on the affect and empathy in the spaces of development: 
[t]hrough establishing empathetic identification with those who are differently positioned to 
themselves, the possibility exists that (privileged) subjects will experience a radical 
transformation in consciousness, which leads them not only to respond to the experience of 
¶WKH RWKHU· ZLWK JUHDWHU XQGHUVWDQGLQJ DQG FRPSDVVLRQ EXW DOVR WR UHFRJQLVH WKHLU RZQ
complicity within transnational hierarchies of power. (2012, p. 166) 
For Pedwell, work on development and the concomitant inter-subjectivities like those 
GRFXPHQWHG DERYH SURGXFH D ¶UDGLFDOO\ ¶XQVHWWOLQJ· DIIHFWLYH H[SHULHQFH RI HPSDWK\· DQG WKLV
FUXFLDOO\LV¶SRWHQWLDOO\JHQHUDWLYHRIERWKSHUVRQDODQGVRFLDOFKDQJH·LELG5HWXUQLQJZLWKWKLV
perspective to the reflections above we can begin to imagine how affective experiences of 
YROXQWHHULQJPD\YLDD ¶UDGLFDO WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ LQFRQVFLRXVQHVV· 3HGZHOO, 2012), play a role in 
DOWHUQDWLYHXQGHUVWDQGLQJVRI¶1RUWK-6RXWK·us-them) relations and development. The intensity of 
the experience challenges prior assumptions, potentially opening the volunteers to 
transformational processes of learning. 
The volunteers come to know intimately ² albeit fleetingly ² the lives of their hosts and 
WKHLU LGHQWLILFDWLRQZLWK2WKHU VXEMHFWV LV ¶XQVHWWOLQJ·8QVHWWOHG WKHYROXQWHHUV UHFRQVLGHU WKH
superiority that is intimately tied to uneven patterns of development (Harry); reframe inequality 
IURP ¶ODFN· WR ¶LQMXVWLFH· 6DP DQG $OH[DQGHU DQG EHJDQ WR FKLS DZD\ DW WKH ¶XV DQG WKHP·
dichotomies of dominant North-South development imaginaries. Cumulatively, these reframings 
and reconsiderations - for each of the volunteers - eschew any notions of Western superiority, 
allowing us to envLVDJH WKH ERG\·V PRYHPHQWV DV LQVXERUGLQDWH WR FLUFXPVFULSWLRQV RI
experience. Instead, while always conceding the ultimately unknowable nature of affects and 
emotions, we might wonder how each movement, each inter-VXEMHFWLYLW\ OHDYHV ¶D WUDFHZLWKLQ
our cRQVWLWXWLRQ· $O-Saji, 2000, p. %ULDQ0DVVXPLQRWHV ¶WKHERG\·VPRYHPHQWV >UHWDLQ@ D
kind of depth that stays with it across all its transitions - accumulating in memory, in habit, in 
reflex, in desire, in tendency·p. 213, original emphasis). The moments shared on placement; 
the laughs; the breath taken; the low feelings; the hill slips; the communal reliefs, anxieties; the 
intoxication; looks, stares, smiles, frowns ² from this perspective - are co-creative of knowledges 
and perceptions that do not defer to the structural inequalities that make hosts hosts and 
volunteers volunteers. At hand, therefore, is a body of data that lends itself to a reading where 
YROXQWHHUV·LQWHUVXEMHFWLYHERQGVZLWKKRVWVWDNHVKDSHLQDZD\WKDWGRHVQRWGHIHUWRDnd may 
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even be transcendent of the inequalities that are ordinarily understood to delineate the volunteer-
host encounter. 
4. Concluding: writing better futures 
,IWKHUHZHUHQRHVFDSHQRH[FHVVRUUHPDLQGHU«WKHXQLYHUVH
would be without potential, pure entropy, death ² Massumi, 2002 
In this article we offer two readings of data. The two accounts conceptualise the body and its 
capacities in different ways, from its instrumentalisation under affective economies to its 
autonomy through co-constitutive emergence. In this way the article gets to the dual ² and 
somewhat dissonant ² imperative for research on embodied experience. As Ben Anderson 
explicates, we must seHN DQ XQGHUVWDQGLQJ RI ¶KRZ DIIHFWLYH FDSDFLWLHV DQG UHODWLRQV DUH WKH
¶REMHFW-WDUJHW·RIWHFKQLTXHVRIJRYHUQDQFH·ZKLOHDOVRUHPDLQLQJFRJQLVDQWRI¶KRZDIIHFWLYHOLIH
PD\ EH DQ ¶RXWVLGH· WKDW H[FHHGV ELRSROLWLFDO PHFKDQLVPV·  p. 30). To this end, the 
interpretations offered here reside on either side of such an imperative and thus allow us to keep 
in balance both manipulation and escape, subordination and resistance. In this conclusion, 
however, we return to the performative ontologies that informed our readings to make a 
conceptual, ethical and epistemological case for presenting research that explores the affective 
life on an ¶RXWVLGH·. More clearly: we aim to recognise the importance of being critical of 
manipulations of affect while emphasising strongly the imperative to remain open to the 
possibilities that are evident in the second interpretation of data we offer here. We thus follow 
$QGHUVRQ·V DJHQGD IRU UHVHDUFK RQ DIIHFWLYH H[SHULHQFH EXW KHHG -. *LEVRQ-*UDKDP·V
intervention on performative ontologies. 
In the effort to understand the ways that embodied experience is subject to expressions 
of power, there is important critical insight offered by the ¶SRZHU-FHQWULF· UHDGLQJZHRIIHU LQ
section 3.1. As critical scholars we must acknowledge the ways that power relations and 
inequalities impact on the experience of international volunteering and how they can constrain, 
or even govern, the volunteer-host encounter. More broadly, the critical work of the first reading 
provides insight into ¶KRZ«FROOHFWLYHLQMXQFWLRQVWRKXPLOLW\FRPSDVVLRQWROHUDQFHGLYHUVLW\·
and so forth play out within the hierarchies of ¶affective capitalism· (Vrasti, 2011, p. 2). Within 
these hierarchies, as we attempt to show in the anti-FDSLWDORFHQWULF·Ueading in section 3.2, there 
are instances of more equitable relations. Excavating these instances offers a politically 
productive mode of research by emphasising the potential of relations (however faint) in 
formation outside hierarchical orderings of the world. This returns us to Gibson-*UDKDP·V¶SRVW-
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VWUXFWXUDO WZLVW· where, as critics, we are implicated LQ DQ RQWRORJLFDO SURMHFW RI ¶FUHDWLQJ RU
´SHUIRUPLQJµWKHZRUOGVZHLQKDELW·, placing D¶new responsibility on the shoulders of scholars ² 
to recognise their constitutive role in the worlds that exist, and their power to bring new worlds 
into being· (2008, p. 614). The emphasis on an anti-capitalocentric approach, then, is not borne 
of idealism but rather of an orientation to write into being something of the more equitable 
relations that are nascent in the data. To strengthen further our emphasis on this approach, we 
close with a brief explication of the conceptual, epistemological and ethical correctives towards 
interpreting data in the way we do in section 3.2.  
Conceptually, when straight lines are drawn from power to body, there is only a weak 
QRWLRQ RI KRZ SRZHU ¶JHWV DW· OLIH $IIHFWV DQG HPRWLRQV can be understood as ¶DXWRQRPRXV·
capacities, making them unstable and contestable sites of control and manipulation (Anderson, 
2007; Massumi, 1995). This gives cause to question instances where affective life is attributed to 
WKHDIIHFWLYHH[SUHVVLRQVRIQHROLEHUDOSRZHU(SLVWHPRORJLFDOO\ZKHUHSRZHULVDWWXQHGWR¶RXU
DIIHFWLYHFDSDFLWLHV·VXFKWKDWOLIH·V¶RUGHULQWLPDF\DQGDXWRQRP\·DUHLQVWUXPHQWDOLVHG¶ZLWKRXW
UHPDLQGHU·9UDVWL, 2011), power is imagined as both omnipresent and omnipotent; even, if it is 
possible, taking hold of autonomy. The subsequent production of knowledge, therefore, always 
already knows the world and its subjects as subordinate to, or emergent from, expressions of 
SRZHU(WKLFDOO\ UHGXFLQJ UHVHDUFKSDUWLFLSDQWV·ZRUGV DQG HPERGLPHQWV WR DQDO\VLV LQIRUPHG
only by power and dominance strips them of agency and subjects them to another round of 
subject-making in the discourses of research; these are obvious ethical indiscretions (see 
Griffiths, 2014b). 
These correctives add weight to an anti-capitalocentric research praxis. Gibson-Graham 
DUJXHZHVKRXOGZULWH¶GLIIHUHQFHQRWGRPLQDQFH·DVNLQJRXUVHOYHV ¶KRZPLJKWZHDVDFDGHPLF
VXEMHFWVEHFRPHRSHQ WRSRVVLELOLW\ UDWKHU WKDQ OLPLWVRQ WKHSRVVLEOH"·DQGZRUk towards the 
REMHFWLYH¶WRXQGHUVWDQGWKHZRUOGLQRUGHUWRFKDQJHLW·ZLWKWKHSRVW-VWUXFWXUDOWZLVW¶WRFKDQJH
our understanding is WR FKDQJH WKH ZRUOG LQ VPDOO DQG VRPHWLPHV PDMRU ZD\V·  p. 615, 
original emphasis). Once accepting of this possibility and the small push our writing might 
provide LQ¶mak>LQJ@UHDOLWLHV·, there comes a more politically urgent question noted by John Law 
and John Urry ¶which realities?· SRULJLQDOHPSKDVLV7KLV LVDSLYRWDOPRPHQW LQ
the interpretation of data such as that we present here, we are forced to consider: ¶Zhich 
[realities] do we want to help to make more real, and which less real? How do we want to 
interfere (because interfere we will, one way or another)?· (Law & Urry 2005, p. 404). Taken as a 
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whole, therefore, the two readings we present require a moment of dissonance, that we 
conceptualise two and more interpretations of the data - the readings together present a parallax. 
If we are to engage as social scientists, the push cannot only be to know, but to interfere, to 
change. Setting limits on subjectivity, therefore, would seem antithetical to a project of, to borrow 
from Law and Urry, making more desirable realities real. Rather, returning to the three 
correctives: conceptually, we refuse cause-effect power-body relations; epistemologically, we are 
RSHQ WR WKH ERG\·V FDSDFLWLHV DV DXWRQRPRXV DQG HWKLFDOO\ ZH UHVLVW VXERUGLQDWLQJ LQWLPDWH
expressions of experience to power-centric interpretative practices. 
Accordingly, while the discussion as a whole represents a parallax, whose angles are 
recognised as somewhat arbitrarily chosen, the choice is made on sure political and ethical 
ground. And this is the methodological humility of a performative ontology explicated; research 
does not reflect a fixed world, it writes one, and writing is a practice of choices that we attempt 
to uncover here. In doing so we argue that we cannot order life solely within fields of power, the 
world is messier and potentially better and our work might reflect this. More specific to the case 
of volunteering, we argue for makinJUHVHDUFKVHQVLWLYHWRWKHQDVFHQWSRWHQWLDOVRIWKHERG\·V
intersubjectivities across structural difference. The political stakes are high: in research on 
volunteering, the responsibilities of performative ontology opens writing to the possibilities of 
the rich potentials of solidaristic, ¶HQOLYHQHG·embodiments of volunteer-host relations (Griffiths, 
2014a; 2015; Smith et al., 2010). We might also explore the ways that volunteering can itself be 
DQ¶RXWVLGH·² or, after Gibson-*UDKDPD¶GLYHUVHHFRQRP\·² where social relations with 
hosts are not subject to the same market forces that shape more straightforwardly capitalist 
forms of tourism (Mosedale, 2012). In the broader field of development, attunement to an 
¶RXWVLGH· enables examination of the diverse economies of knowledge and the possibilities for 
more equitable relations with, and agential roles for, host communities (McGregor, 2009; 
McKinnon, 2009). If, then, the political substance of South-North relations lies in imbalance 
(which is surely does), where a glimpse of more even ground appears, it merits exploration and ² 
in the process of performative ontology ² facilitation, reification. 
We therefore argue for a conceptualisation and interpretation of embodied experience in 
volunteering as a site of potential transformation and transcendence of the inequalities that 
otherwise set the conditions of the volunteer-host encounter. In this way, we hope, research 
might contribute to the very process it seeks to explore: more even relations on an otherwise 
uneven planet. 
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